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E
ight years ago, 20-year-
old Aaron Coret was 
zooming down a mountain 
in western Canada on 
his snowboard. He sped 

toward a 15-meter (50-foot) ramp to 
do a familiar trick. But as he flew off 
the jump, something went wrong.

“I dropped my shoulder a little 
too much. That was enough to send 
me spinning out of control,” says 
Coret. He landed on his back and 
instantly lost feeling in his body: He 
was paralyzed from the neck down. 

While in the hospital after the 
accident, Coret had an idea. If 
snowboarders had a cushioned pad 
to land on, they could practice tricks 
without getting hurt as he had. Coret 
enlisted the help of Stephen Slen, his 
best friend and a fellow engineering 
student at the University of British 
Columbia in Canada, to turn his 
dream into a reality. 

Safer StuntS
To perform their amazing airborne 

twists and flips, snowboarders must 

know how to use gravity to their 
advantage. This invisible force pulls 
a snowboarder down a mountain-
side. As the boarder speeds faster 
and faster down the slope, he or she 
gathers momentum, a property that 
describes how difficult it would be 
to stop a moving object.

A snowboarder approaching a 
jump gains enough momentum to 
overpower the pull of gravity and go 
flying through the air. But if the trick 
goes badly, gravity can become the 
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Physics: Forces

how the landing 
pad works

Aaron Coret and Stephen Slen created 
the Katal Landing Pad to help snowboarders 

practice tricks more safely. They designed the 
cushion to feel like a real mountainside jump.

air valve: When 
a snowboarder 
lands, air escapes 
from the pad to 
soften the impact.

downhill slide: 
The pad is angled 
to mimic the slope 
of a mountain.

sliPPerY sUrFaCe: 
The top of the pad is 
made of vinyl that’s 
slick like snow.

inCoMinG:  
A snowboarder 
comes in for a 
landing after 
completing a 
360-degree 
spin. 

ToUChdown: 
An air-filled 
pad absorbs 
the boarder’s 
impact (see 
diagram below).
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Smooth 
LandinG

An air-filled pad protects snowboarders 

from stunts gone wrong
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enemy, as 
it wrenches 

the boarder 
into a potentially 

dangerous crash 
landing. 

All snowboarders 
make mistakes, 

especially when they’re learning 
new tricks. But until recently, there 
was no safe way to practice off the 
slopes and still experience tricks 
as they would feel on a mountain. 
When Coret and Slen were learning, 
they would sometimes rehearse 
tricks by flipping off a diving board 
into a pool. But the experience was 
so different from flying off a snowy 
mountainside that it didn’t really 
help them prepare. 

Coret and Slen decided to create 
an air-filled cushion they called the 
Katal Landing Pad. When a snow-
boarder landed on the pad, it would 
absorb the impact. 

mimicking the mountain
Seven months after his accident, 

Coret returned to school in a wheel-
chair, and he and Slen got to work. 
They knew that for the landing pad 
to truly prepare snowboarders for 
the slopes, it had to feel like it was 
part of the mountainside. 

First, the landing pad’s shape had 
to be just right. When snowboarders 

hurtle off a jump, they move along 
a parabolic curve as gravity pulls 
on them. Coret and Slen sloped 
the landing pad to match a 
snowboarder’s trajectory, or 

path through the air. That 
way, riders could land 
just as they would on 
a mountainside.

Next, the landing 
pad needed a surface 

that was slick like snow. 
A rough surface would create too 
much friction with the board, which 
could make a snowboarder fall. So 
Coret and Slen used slippery vinyl. 

Finally, the landing pad had to 
cushion a snowboarder’s landing but 
not be so soft that the boarder would 
sink down into it. To get just the 
right amount of support, Coret and 
Slen designed the landing pad with 
two air-filled chambers inside. 

The top chamber is sealed, 
making it firm enough that a 
snowboarder can stay upright after 
landing. The bottom chamber has 
valves that let air escape, helping the 
pad cradle the boarder’s body. “It’s 
like a bouncy castle with a hole in 
it,” explains Slen. Electric blowers 
constantly refill the landing pad so it 
doesn’t deflate. 

love of the Sport
All kinds of snowboarders, 

from beginners to professionals, 
now use the landing pad to perfect 
their tricks. Coret and Slen have 
developed two models, the Mega 
Landing Pad, which sells for $42,000, 
and the Mini Landing Pad, which 
sells for $25,000. They’ve showcased 
the pads at ski resorts around the 
world, such as Vail, in Colorado, and 
Kirovsk, in Russia. 

Coret believes their invention 
will reduce the chances of serious 
accidents like his. “If I’d had the 
Landing Pad, I’m absolutely sure it 
wouldn’t have happened,” he says. 

Coret loves watching friends who 
used to be afraid of getting hurt try 
new tricks using the landing pad. 
Even though his injury keeps him 
from snowboarding, Coret says his 
work has given him a rewarding 
way to stay involved in the sport he 
loves. “I’m still pursuing my passion, 
just in a different way.”  9

—Stephanie Warren
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 core Question
What three criteria did coret and 
slen’s landing pad have to meet?

 niCe Moves: 
Mastering jumps, 
twists, and flips takes 
a lot of practice.

 desiGn 
ParTners: 
Katal engineers 
Stephen Slen 
(left) and  
Aaron Coret


